Neuro-orthopaedic evaluation of children and adolescents: a simplified algorithm.
Orthopaedic surgeons are often the first physicians to evaluate paediatric patients in the event of delayed walking, gait abnormalities, or parental concern about motor abilities. Therefore, orthopaedic surgeons must be thoroughly familiar with the normal neurodevelopmental stages. Neurological disorders are often first recognised during an orthopaedic evaluation. Minimal neurological abnormalities should be taken as warning signs that require additional investigations. Consequently, the evaluation must follow a strict protocol, even in children referred for apparently trivial functional disorders. We have developed an original physical examination protocol in which the largest possible number of signs is sought in each body position to ensure that the examination is both systematic and rapid. About ten minutes are required when all findings are normal. This protocol is extremely helpful for identifying the cause of the problem that motivated the evaluation or for reassuring the child and family. The main causes of paediatric orthopaedic disorders are cerebral palsy, spinal dysraphism, myopathies, peripheral neuropathies, motor neuron diseases, and intraspinal tumours. In some instances, no definitive diagnosis can be established clinically. In this situation, appropriate orthopaedic treatment can be initiated, although considerable caution is in order when establishing the indications. The cause may be detected only much later, when the clinical manifestations become more prominent.